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When not acting in ways that are recognised as physical 
self-defence, women are often – in psychology and in 
other dominant discourses – generalised as inherently 
passive during subjection to sexualised coercion (rape 
and attempted rape). Likewise, in the aftermaths, their 
(in)actions are frequently pathologised as ‘maladaptive 
coping strategies’.
 We present theoretically and empirically based ar-
guments for an agency-oriented approach to women’s 
perspectives on sexualised coercion. Agency is under-
stood as intentional, situated and strategic. Sexualised 
coercion is not generalised as a single “traumatic” 
event, but conceptualised as life events. Meanings of 
coercion are embedded in social activities connected 
to discourses on ‘rape’ and ‘trauma’. Thus personal 
meanings of subjection are understood as developed in 
and through participation in trajectories across diverse 
contexts.
 Adopted in our study, this approach points to the 
great diversity of personal meanings of sexualised coer-
cion. Moreover, it reveals intimate connections between 
situated, personal and dominant discursive meanings of 
coercion, and women’s strategies of (in)actions during 
and in the aftermaths of the events.
 Our analysis of participants’ perspectives also in-
dicates an imperative need for reinterpreting concepts 
such as ‘victim’ and ‘passivity’. In a reinterpretation 
women, although subjected to sexualised coercion, 
emerge as subjects both during subjection and in the 
aftermaths. Furthermore their seemingly pathologi-
cal behaviour may be re-conceptualised as person-
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professional  experts  –  so  called  ‘maladap-
tive avoidance coping strategies’.  In  this ap-
proach importance is primarily placed on the 
“victim’s [personal] cognitions in potentially 
















































people  are  engaged  in  several  and  diverse 
contexts of action. They must continuously 
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potentially  ‘conflictual  participation’  (Axel 
2002). When engaging in life after sexualised 
coercion, women who participate  in  the (re)






connect  their experiences  in and  to diverse 
contexts of action they faced difficulties that 
in various ways led to different forms of iso-
lation  (Pedersen  2008a).  Temporary  social 
withdrawal came to serve the purpose of self-
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ance between  the women and  their  friends. 
















































derstanding  themselves as subjects in  them 
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“Well I told him to stop when I woke up […] I said: 

















reflected  on  the  connections  between  fear, 









“Well, I thought I should have done something […] 
but then again I couldn’t because I was wasted. 
I wasn’t really conscious so there wasn’t really 
anything I could do, but when I woke up… perhaps 
I could have screamed or run away, but I don’t 
know. I was so scared I was numb and I didn’t 
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“I didn’t [defend myself], you can’t, because I was 
in a state of chock so to speak. As if my body froze. 
It is as if only the mind functions at that time. You 
only have energy to think, think, think… and ‘go 
away’ and stuff. And ‘leave me alone’ and stuff. 
But then the rest of the body yes… and you also 
feel disgusting and afraid to move because it was 
simply so revolting […] You don’t stand a chance, 
you can’t do anything. Escape or something. Be-
cause it happens so fast. It happens so fast [snaps 
her fingers]. Like that, right? So you are not even 













“He was a huge man and I knew that he had rela-
tively easy access to weapons, so I knew that what 
I did, I did it to survive. And also my children were 
asleep in the room next door, so I was afraid that 
they might wake up […] he held my neck so firmly 
that he could have broken it, I could tell that he 
was strong enough to do so by looking at him […]. 
And then you just have to accept that people think 
that you can be a hero, because I have been doing 
Martial Arts for so many years, but I also know that 























up  in  the situation  in  the first place, but she 
said:
“It is humiliating to say that someone did this to 
me and really I don’t think I did anything at all to 
prevent it. That sure as hell doesn’t feel nice to say.
 [Afterwards] I did run away to the people from 
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  In  this vein,  the young women who had 
been ‘too drunk’ or had walked home alone 
at night were often perceived as acting ‘care-











in  dominant  discourses  (Ronkainen  2001). 





























“That I had been drinking a few beers, and that… 
not saying that I was drunk or anything but… and 
that we had gone home with him. We could have not 
gone home with him and stuff, right? […] I don’t 
know. Perhaps, well I think perhaps we should have 
stayed and slept at the party, and maybe I think 
it was partly my fault, or else I just should have 
tried to, or not to have gone to sleep, and then just 
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  In  theory  and practice  as well  as  in  the 
perspectives of women, avoiding situations 













“I got away alive, right, and this has been… I was 
damn lucky, right? So no I do not walk around 
beating myself saying ‘why did you do that and 
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to  dominant  discourses  of  perpetrators  as 
strangers:
“I don’t think I quite realised that you could be 
coerced or assaulted by people you knew. Well […] 





















“I think that they were sort of, well scared that 
this gang thing eh… That they were a little afraid 
of what I might do, that I might report it and stuff 
eh. So… so I think that perhaps they just wanted 
to make themselves respected or something like 
that yes, and then they couldn’t come up with any 

















personal  meanings  contributing  to  specific 
constraints (Salkvist 2006).
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“There is always the chance of running into him, 
because he also goes there [school and social gath-
erings], and I simply can’t be bothered […] Well, 
what can I say, I got a really awkward relationship 
to my classmates eh, and I also… also it was really 
strange that it was someone I knew and someone 
that I had had some good talks with, and then it 
happened… But I will say that the worst part is 
that I feel that I have been disconnected [from the 
class], that is what I feel. But it is also something 
psychological or how should I put it; if I don’t see 
them, then I also distance myself from it in that 
way, right?”
As she did not wish  to put her  friends and 











“It was hell in that he chased me. He brought pres-
ents and he became angry and then he threatened 
me and then… Well, and we had him banging down 
the door constantly, and although I didn’t let him 
in eh, then he sought me out in the street. All the 
time I was so scared. I was scared of going out and 
I was afraid that it might happen again, or I was 
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“I constantly looked to see if this man was nearby 
[…]. And all the time you felt as if you were being 
watched”.
  “I haven’t taken a taxi since […]. I have not at 
all been secure with the situation. And I also think 
you notice people more, also in trains if you sit and 
they look peculiar, then you quickly suspect them 














































“I need to sort of have a place where I can sort 
of say, ‘well, this is mine, this is where I can hide 
a little’ […] Having two people over was just too 
much because you are constantly aware of the 
people who are in your home and what are they 
doing and stuff, right? Even if they are going to the 





















“The thought [of them knowing where I live] is 
awful […] “You are sort of a prisoner in your own 
home, right?”
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“Well it happened to be someone I knew […] we 
had had coffee before […] I have learned that it 
can happen eh almost with anybody you know, 
right? You can be really unlucky, right? […] Be-
cause you can’t keep everybody out because then 
you’ll never get to know anybody, and you don’t 

























“I didn’t want for my children to wake up and see 
their mother getting her neck broken, or for them 
to come and find me like that, or be shot…”.
In our  study, most of  the women were not 
subjected  to what  they  considered  extreme 
physical violence, other  than what  the sexu-
alised acts as such  implied. The reason for 
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“I simply didn’t get it. I think it was difficult for me 
to understand, because he didn’t beat me, and eh it 
really took me a long time to realise that okay he 
wasn’t nice to me really […] I really wish that he 
had hit me hard in the head so that I would have 
been bruised […] I just can’t get it into my head 
that anybody would do such a thing”.
Like other aspects of coercion, violence or 
the absence of it had multiple personal mean-






“It is one of those experiences, and it just shouldn’t 
have happened and it was so disgusting, but I 
wasn’t physically, you know… I have no permanent 
injuries at all. That was important to me… the first 
thing I said when he pulled himself out and I gained 
consciousness. I actually say… eh how should I put 
it: ‘Did you use anything? Did you use anything?’ I 
panicked over the possible consequences; you know 
if it would have any. It was… it was right after it 
had happened. Well you know, not… oh well, but 
I was really really drunk but… but if I had caught 
some sort of sexually transmitted disease or had 
become pregnant, then I think it would have been 

















nant  understanding  of  what  may  count  as 
sexualised  coercion.  This  is  underlined  in 
Danish terminology in which rape is  termed 
‘voldtægt’ and  literally  translates as ‘taking 
by force of violence’. It probably contributes 
to the assumptions of perpetrators, boyfriends, 
police and prosecutors, and even of the women 
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Agency and intoxication









sibility’  for  the events  (Madsen 2005). This 
became one more reason for avoiding contexts 










“You can choose to think of it as… sometimes I 
have gone home from clubbing with some idiot 
and then woken up the next day having regretted 
big time, and just thought ‘what was I doing, what 
happened?’ and just [makes a vomiting sound] felt 
really bad about myself and stuff. This is actually 































“I now think perhaps we should have stayed at the 
party and slept at the party, and I still think that it 
is partly my own fault. “
About  the second assault  that she was sub-
jected to in broad daylight she reflected:
“Well we did go across this kind of path… and 
then I just thought that then we shouldn’t have. 
We should have gone across the square instead of 
walking along the path and stuff. And I then… I 
shouldn’t have brought her along with me […] and 
then that perhaps we should have hurried up and 




agency’  when  it  is  not  possible  to  foresee 
courses of events in life. In the first situation 
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“I have been, how shall I put it, kind of been step-
ping back for him, right? Even though he kept step-
ping forward I kept pushing back, right? So that is 










agency  in  relation  to  coercion  by  severely 
limiting  informed,  intentional, strategic and 
directed action to avoid it (Pedersen in prep.).












































safely.  She  did  not  walk  alone  in  desolate 
streets,  not  even  if  they provided  shortcuts 
like  the one she had chosen on  the night of 
the event. She said;
“I never take the side streets. I take the main roads. 
I don’t take a side street, if I know that maybe it 
will save ten minutes to take a route because it is 
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  A  strategy  chosen  by  the  woman,  who 






















“It was definitely to exceed… you know to walk that 
way. It is probably one of the most difficult things 
I have ever done in my life, but eh it was also a 




“I had actually agreed with my boyfriend that he’d 
come and pick me up at the station in the afternoon 
for us to go together. Then he could show me where 
the camp was. Instead I took the train the evening 
before – in the deepest darkness – and found my 
way to the camp, and it was awesome because it 
wasn’t at all unpleasant for me to be there. I kind 




























it most  imperative  that  the event should not 
permanently dominate  their conduct of  life. 
One of the women said:
“Well it has definitely been important for me to 
say that it shouldn’t control my life, because it has 
[for some time] and I can’t accept that. I won’t 
allow those guys to have that kind of power over 
me […] it is always best to be in control of one’s 
own life, right?”
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“I choose what I want and what I don’t want, which 
I see… which some people may regard as selfish… 
I think very selfishly, think a lot in well, what means 
something to me? What do I want? Never ‘well, 
okay what do you want’, well of course you think 
that too. But if you feel that well, this is for me, or 
to me this is not the optimal… actually it saddens 
me or it scares me or it isn’t really something I 











“The rape did have something positive in it, in the 
way that I got so many things put into perspective 
in order to say; ‘which people are in my life and 
who did I realise I feel comfortable around, who 
I can trust and who will be there for me, and who 
is just shallow and pretty much indifferent to me”.
Some of the women described sexualised co-
ercion as marking a new era  in  their  inclu-
sion and exclusion of friends, fellow students, 
classmates  and  even  family members. The 
woman quoted immediately above added:
“Because I think for… yes it is from before the 
rape, right and then until now… for so many years 
I have had to accept some things and why, really, 
when it is my life? Why not make a decision about 
my life and be the one to decide when enough is 
enough for me”.





  It  seems as  if  experiences of  sexualised 
coercion and its aftermaths may bring about 
changes in standpoints and strategies that in-
corporate  them  into  a  development  of  new 
standpoints and courses of action. One of the 
women said:
“I have started prioritising other things more than 
I used to, right? I have always been somewhat of 
a loner eh, and I have always been a little bit dif-
ferent. I always liked motorcycles. I always liked 
to travel, I always liked to travel alone and those 
things will never change. But I am beginning to 
see that some of the little problems in my daily 
life might not bee so big, and it may not be so 
important to me whether I have a big telly or a 
small one. As long as I have a telly that is work-
ing, then that is fine, right? Eh, it gives you some 
social problems in that it may be difficult to meet 
your friends where they are, because it might be 
important to them to build a new bedroom, or that 
the toilet tissue matches the kitchen towels […] you 
think, why eh, why is this important when you have 
so many other good things? You have good health, 
the weather is great or the flowers have come out 











“I am going to take dancing lessons. It is something 
I really like and I love to dance, also to get my mind 
away from things […] so you sort of do something 
you like. I think this is really important, that you 
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  For a while, placing  their conduct of  life 
at  the centre of  their attention makes sense 
in ways  the women were not aware of,  in-






































upon what  this  interplay may mean for  the 
conscious and intentional (re)organisation and 
(re)formulation of  the conduct of  life  in  the 
aftermaths of experiences of coercion.
  We  have  used  a  theoretical  approach  to 
women as participating subjects, and to sexu-
alised coercion as courses of events in social 
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Through  the  analytical  linking  of  personal 
perspectives and difficulties  to social condi-
tions we show that women’s attempts at pro-













Social Work with Group. 26:3, 33-43.
Caplan, P. J. & Cosgrove, L. (Eds.) (2004). Bias 
in Psychiatric Diagnosis. Oxford: Aronson.
Clemans,  S.E.  (2005).  A  Feminist  Group 
for  Women  Survivors.  Social work with 
Group. 28:2, 59-75.
Dreier, O.  (1994). Personal Locations and Per-
spectives.  Psychological  Aspects  of  Social 




Outlines – Critical Social Studies 1:2, 5-32.
Dreier, O. (1999b). Læring som deltagelse i socia-
le kontekster. Kvale, S.& Nielsen, K.: Mæster-
lære – Læring som social praksis, 76-100. Co-
penhagen: Hans Reitzels Forlag.
Dreier, O.  (2008). Psychotherapy in Everyday 
Life. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.




tual analysis for social research, New York: 
Routledge.
Gavey, N. (2005). Just Sex? – The Cultural Scaf-
folding of Rape. London and New York: Rout-
ledge.
Haansbæk, T. (2005). Voldtægtsofrets partner – 





Lamb, S. (Ed.) (1999). New Versions of Victims 
– Feminists Struggle with the Concept. New 
York: New York University Press.
Laudrup,  C.  &  Rahbæk,  H.  (2006).  Var det 
voldtægt? En undersøgelse af menneskeret-




the experience of rape. Psychology of Women 
Quarterly 30, 106-116.
Madsen, K. S. (2005). Hvor ku’ du gøre det?: kon-
fliktmægling ved seksuelle overgreb. Copenha-
gen: Rigshospitalets Center for Voldtægtsofre.
77250_outline_.indd   88 01-07-2009   10:57:12






















sions. The International Journal of Narrative 
Therapy and Community Work 3, 47-58.
Pedersen, B (in prep). Fra symptomer til betyd-
ninger – En diskussion af traumer som eks-
treme personlige nødsituationer.
Pedersen, B. & Stormhøj, C. (2006). Køn, ‘onde 









Social Work Journal 27:2, 171-184.
Renzetti, C.  (1999). Women’s Use of Violence 
in Intimate Relationships. Sharon Lamb (Ed.). 














– Nordic Journal of Women’s Studies 12:1, 
48-57.
77250_outline_.indd   89 01-07-2009   10:57:12
